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FOR RELEASE SUNDAY, OCTOBER
by Maribeth Dwyer
In four months a University of Montana botanist has grown western larch in 
a greenhouse to a size it normally takes four years to reach in the forest. And 
he has performed this feat by science, not sorcery.
The research on one of Montana’s most important forest products has stagger­
ing implications for the state's economy. The project is directed by Dr. Mark J. 
Behan and is supported by research grants from the U. S. Forest Service and the 
Mclntire-Stennis funds.
Dr. Behan is devising techniques for the detection of mineral deficiencies 
in larch grown under controlled conditions. The next step will be to adapt the 
techniques for use in the field. Obviously, this development will be of immense 
value to forest economists in long-range management of western larch.
To study the effect of different concentrations of minerals on plant growth, 
the botanist planted one-inch seedlings in pots filled with sand. Each plant was 
automatically watered with a nutrient solution. Some plants received a solution 
containing a full complement of minerals while others received varying combina­
tions of minerals.
Between June 1 and mid-September, plants which received optimum amounts of 
minerals shot up about 20 inches, far outdistancing plants given lesser amounts. 
The growth rate of the well-fed, greenhouse plants quadrupled that of seedlings 
in the field.
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Dr. Behan is thus discovering approximate requirements of plants for different 
minerals and symptoms produced by a mineral deficiency. Symptoms not visible to 
the eye can be detected by chemical analysis of the plant tissue.
Analysis of plant tissues reveals the concentration of minerals in the foliage 
and indicates optimal and minimal amounts of minerals that are normally received 
from the soil (nitrogen, potassium, phosphorous, calcium and magnesium). When this 
is known, forest trees that are not getting optimal amounts of some mineral can be 
identified and their growth can be stimulated by fertilization.
Increase of forest yield by applications of techniques developed at the 
University could have a tremendous economic impact on a state having about a quar­
ter of its area in forest land.
Montana's forests are a source of lumber, mine timbers, fuel and other products. 
They shelter fur-bearing animals and provide grazing areas for cattle, sheep and 
horses. They affect water for irrigation, hydro-electric power and industrial and 
domestic uses and serve as a control on floods and erosion. They furnish Montanans 
and tourists with some of the most spectacular recreational resources extant.
Directly or indirectly, they give employment to thousands.
Research of potential benefit to such an important Treasure-State asset can 
brighten the future for all Montanans.
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